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work again, but this last lock proved the greatest obstacle of all.
Belonging to an earlier date than the others, it had been built
narrower than they and never widened, and we found it just too
narrow to admit our White Sea barges through. Actually the
barges could have been abandoned long before when we left the
marsh-lands on entering Lake Onega, but without cranes there
was no possibility of getting the barges off them again. We wertf still
without cranes, still in the wilds, but it was obvious that tfie tugs
would have to be separated from the barges if they were ever to go
through the remaining lock. I decided to cut the wooden barges in
two halves, draw them apart, and allow the tugs to float again on the
water. We set to work with axes and hand-saws, the only tools we
had available.
It was tough work, but we succeeded in persuading relays of
peasants from a neighbouring village to stand in with us on an
understanding that they could have the remains of the severed
barges, and in a shorter time than I had hoped two of the tugs were
floating, I was grateful to Lepinsky for sticking by me, for he was
within a day's journey or less of the place where he had proposed to
leave us and could easily have gone on alone, but when it became
evident that the third barge, which was newer and better built than
the others, was to be a lengthier proposition, he grew restive and told
me he must go during the next night, I was desperate. I had still to
get the belt off him and I could think of no way. I could, of course,
have denounced him to the good Bolsheviks he had made among
our party, but I boggled at this, I had lived day in and day out with
the man all through the trip and, rogue though he was, he had
been a tower of strength. I was unwilling to be the means now of his
death, I made up my mind that I would stop him that way as a
very last resort, but I must try something else first. There was
only a matter of hours remaining. Somehow during this last evening
I must part him from his belt.
I could think of only one way to get him to take it off his body.
I must get him to sleep with a village girl. When it was too dark to
work longer all our men had been sneaking off to the village, from
which the peasants came who were helping us, but so far Lepinsky
had shown no interest in their pastime and I thought it unlikely he
would develop any at this late hour. There was no saying what he
might not do if given the chance, however, so I asked him to go
along with me to make some arrangements with the rich kulak who
coveted the fitments of the remaining barge and was supplying the
horses and labour for the next day's work on it* I had no definite
plan. I was just hoping that something would happen, some dazzling
houri rise from the fields with which I could play pandar to the